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Abstract 
Joyce Carol Oates (1938- ) is one of the most prolific and eminent contemporary 
writers in the United States. Her work covers a wide range of genres and themes. The 
Gravedigger’s Daughter (2007), Oates’s 36th novel, centers on the identity search of 
the Schwarts—a Jewish immigrant family in their struggle for survival against the 
background of post-World War II America. 
This thesis employs cultural memory theories to analyze the memory writing in 
The Gravedigger’s Daughter. Through analyzing the sources and contents of 
“communicative memory” and “cultural memory” of three characters representing 
three generations of Jewish immigrants, it demonstrates that due to loss, preservation 
or retrieval of memories, each of them resorts to different ways to re-build or search 
for his or her identity in the land of America, which eventually yields different 
outcomes. Moreover, based on the distinction and interaction between “functional 
memory” and “storage memory”, this paper interprets various kinds of collective 
memories which are reflected and challenged in the novel by the writer concerning the 
Holocaust, Jewish American immigrants and the image of America in World War II. 
In addition, three kinds of media of memory are discussed in this paper including 
writing, image and place, whose roles in preserving or evoking one’s memories are 
evaluated. It reveals that image plays a more dynamic role than writing in recording 
and reawakening one’s innermost memories, and that the cemetery—a place for 
memory—symbolizes the double termination of one’s physical and spiritual memories 
in this novel. Finally, this study reveals the significance of this novel to the writer and 
her ambition to revise relevant historical, social and cultural memories through this 
literary text about memory at multiple levels. 
 
Key Words: Joyce Carol Oates; The Gravedigger’s Daughter; memory writing; 
Jewish American identity 
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摘 要 
乔伊斯·卡罗尔·欧茨是美国当代最为高产且最具影响力的作家之一，其作
品在体裁和主题上都呈现出多样化的特点。《掘墓人的女儿》发表于 2007 年，是
欧茨的第 36 部长篇小说，讲述了德国犹太移民施瓦特一家在二战后的美国社会
艰难求生及探寻个人身份的故事。 
    本文利用文化记忆相关理论分析研究《掘墓人的女儿》中的记忆书写问题。
首先，通过分析小说中三代犹太移民“交际记忆”和“文化记忆”的来源和构成，
揭示出小说中的三位人物如何因个体记忆的崩坍、延续或回溯，分别采取不同方
式来重构或探寻其在美国大陆的身份，最终结局迥异的过程。其次，基于“功能
记忆”和“存储记忆”的区分和互动性，本文剖析了作者在小说中呈现和挑战的
关于纳粹屠犹、犹太移民和美国二战形象等多元集体记忆。此外，本文以三种记
忆媒介为研究对象——文字、图像和地点，探讨其在保存和唤醒记忆过程中所扮
演的不同角色，揭示出文字作为记忆媒介的虚妄性与图像作为记忆媒介的能动
性，同时分析了作者在小说中精心设置和营造的一个充满隐喻的记忆之所——墓
地，将其视作肉身记忆和精神记忆的双重终点。最后，本文揭示出这部小说对于
欧茨本人的意义，并结合其在小说创作新阶段的特点，揭示出欧茨试图通过这个
关于多重记忆的文学文本重塑人们对相关历史、社会、文化记忆的雄心。 
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Introduction 
Joyce Carol Oates (1938- ) is one of the most prolific and eminent contemporary 
writers in the United States. Full of exceptionally vigorous creativity, she has been 
writing ceaselessly since her first book By the North Gate came out in 1963. Though 
Oates is in her late seventies now, she still publishes at the steady rate of one or two 
books each year. Until now, she has published a vast number of works, whose genres 
range from novels, novellas, short stories to plays, poetry, anthologies, children’s 
books, literary criticism, etc. As novelist John Barth once remarked, “Joyce Carol 
Oates writes all over the aesthetical map” (qtd. in Johnson 2016).  
Undoubtedly, her prolific productivity combined with her bold experiments on 
various genres and approaches sometimes puts her in a position of being questioned 
or criticized for the quality of her work. Fortunately, her unremitting efforts and 
fearless explorations have been widely acknowledged and praised. Gavin 
Cologne-Brookes notes, “No other contemporary writer has given voice in so 
sustained or varied a way to the multiplicity of concerns that define contemporary 
American culture” (234). “The longevity of her career and the sustained excellence of 
her writing” are the qualities that her biographer Greg Johnson considers to “set her 
apart most dramatically from her peers in American fiction” (371). John Updike 
claims that “if the phrase ‘woman of letters’ existed, she would be, foremost in this 
country, entitled to it” (119). A fellow writer John Gardner regards her not merely as 
America’s most extraordinary “woman of letters”, but “one of the great writers of our 
time” (qtd. in Grobel 142), writers of both sexes. 
In her writing career that has spanned over five decades, her works have won or 
been nominated by numerous literary awards such as American National Book Award 
for Fiction, Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, the O’ Henry Award, etc. It is worth mentioning 
that Oates’s standing as one of the preeminent masters of short stories was established 
long before her status in any other genre she explores. In the two annual prize 
anthologies, Best American Short Stories and Prize Stories: The O. Henry Award, her 
stories have appeared more frequently than that of any author in the history of either 
series. Besides the awards given to her work, Oates also receives abundant honors as 
recognition for her literary career, including 2009 National Arts Club Medal of Honor 
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in Literature, 2009 National Book Critics Circle Ivan Sandrof Lifetime Achievement 
Award, 2010 National Humanities Medal, 2012 PEN Center USA Award for Lifetime 
Achievement, 2012 Mailer Prize for Lifetime Achievement, and 2012 Stone Award 
for Lifetime Literary Achievement, etc.  
Despite the fact that among all the awards, the genre of short story has brought 
her more recognition and less controversy than other genres she engages herself in, 
the novel has increasingly become the form by which she judges her success as a 
writer since the 1980s (Johnson 312). Greg Johnson divides Oates’s writing career 
into three phases as follows.  
The early phase, from With Shuddering Fall (1964) to Son of the Morning (1978), 
is characterized by “predominantly private, introspective writing” (Cologne-Brookes 
14). There is an evident struggle between “an inward-looking urge that involves 
intense self-scrutiny” and “an outward-looking urge to be a social chronicler” (9). 
That urge to portray a tragic vision of contemporary life and personal destiny ends 
with Wonderland (1971), which was conceived during a transformative period, when 
she experienced “seismic shudders” (13) in her consciousness to “move toward a 
more articulated moral position, not just dramatizing nightmarish problems but trying 
to show possible ways of transcending them” (qtd. in Johnson 184). However, the fact 
is that her novels often slip into “abstract contemplation” rather than “social action” 
during the early stage of her literary career (15). 
Before returning to revised forms of her typical psychological realism, Oates’s 
work strays temporarily from realism during the next phase. The interlude lasts from 
1978 to 1985, when she devoted herself to a quintet of Gothic novels, beginning from 
Bellefleur (1980) and ending with Solstice (1985), which witnesses her playful 
experimentation with the aesthetic modes and American myths of the 19th century 
(332).  
The later phase, from the remainder of the 1980s to the 1990s according to Greg 
Johnson or stretching into the early years of the new century according to Gavin 
Cologne-Brookes, has seen “a return to realistic, multigenerational family sagas” 
(335). Her novels become more directly autobiographical, returning over and over to 
the upstate New York world of her childhood to reexamine her own background. At 
the same time, her later work, exploring a wide range of issues relating to 
contemporary American society, has provided a “panoramic vision of America” (94). 
No wonder Henry Louis Gates Jr. is confident that “a future archaeologist equipped 
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with nothing more than Oates’s collected works could piece together postwar 
America” (qtd. in Cologne-Brookes 230). He also comments by citing Oates’s 
half-joking remark made in her early career that she hoped to do for 
late-twentieth-century America what Honoré de Balzac did for nineteenth-century 
France: “over twenty years ago, Oates confessed to the ambition of putting the whole 
world in her fiction—an ambition she termed ‘laughably Balzacian.’ It may have 
seemed so to her. But no one is laughing now” (178). According to Cologne-Brookes, 
her novels since the 1980s suggest that “she is the nearest America could currently 
have to a national novelist” (2). He also comments that “Oates’s novels through the 
1990s into the twenty-first century confirm her as one of our preeminent 
commentators on America” (175). In this phase, her pragmatic critique of American 
culture holds obvious dominance over any further pursuit of selfhood (10). Her work 
of artistic maturity, not only “renders the sociohistorical subject matter with greater 
focus and effectiveness” (9), but also exhibits the pragmatist ideal of “direct action 
over abstract contemplation and of creating easily accessible art of broader use” (137). 
Therefore, it is not surprising that novelist Anne Tyler would say, “a hundred years 
from now people will laugh at us for taking her for granted” (qtd. in Cologn-Brookes 
230).     
The Gravedigger’s Daughter (2007), Oates’ s 36th novel, was conceived out of 
the same kind of urge that drives her writing in the new century, that is, to escape 
from the dead end of self-analysis and rediscover the outer world of “all variety of 
American eras and American minds” (73). This time she writes in a sentimental 
response to the shocking discovery of her beloved grandmother Blanche 
Morgenstern’s hidden Jewish background. It’s a secret Blanche’s family determined to 
keep from all their neighbors, even from their daughters, including Blanche. It is also 
a secret that Blanche kept from Oates, and the latter only learnt it after her 
grandmother passed away in 1970. When Oates visited Warsaw in 1980, for the first 
time she felt keenly her own part-Jewish heritage, her identity as the granddaughter of 
Blanche Morgenstern (298). When Oates was in her late forties, she learned another 
fact about her family that Blanche’s father was a gravedigger. During Oates’s 
interview with Sarah Crown to talk about this novel, Oates said, “After my parents 
passed away--in 2000 and 2003--I felt I could take the time to think about the past and 
imagine what it would have been like to be my grandmother" (qtd. in Crown). 
Therefore, the novel was generated out of Oates’s imagination and a few facts about 
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her grandmother Blanche’s life as a gravedigger’s daughter. That’s why she dedicates 
the novel to her grandmother Blanche. 
The Gravedigger’s Daughter made The New York Times Best Seller List soon 
after it came out. It was a 2007 finalist for the National Book Critics Circle Award for 
Fiction and a 2008 finalist for Mystery Readers International Macavity Awards: Sue 
Feder Memorial, Best Historical Mystery. The novel is composed of three parts and an 
epilogue. The first part “Chautauqua Falls, New York” stretches more than half the 
length of the novel. The main plot takes place between September and October in 
1959, when the heroine Rebecca Schwart escapes with her son in panic from her first 
husband Tignor as a result of unbearable domestic violence. In the meanwhile, 
memories of her childhood pop up from time to time during her flight in the form of 
stream of consciousness. Rebecca was born on a ship taking the Schwarts, a family of 
Jewish background, to flee from Nazi Germany to the United States in 1936. Her 
father Jacob Schwart, a former mathematics teacher, soccer coach and printer’s 
assistant in Germany, could only find a job as a gravedigger and cemetery caretaker in 
a small town in upstate New York. Battered by poverty and humiliation, Jacob 
changed dramatically, from a tender and caring husband and father to a cruel and 
fearsome one. Out of desperation, he eventually killed his wife, and then committed 
suicide, leaving Rebecca and her two elder brothers alone in the world. In the second 
part “In the world”, Rebecca changes her name into Hazel Jones, hoping her husband 
Tignor could never find her. During her flight, Rebecca accidentally discovers her son 
Zack’s musical talent and encounters Chet Gallagher, who comes from a prosperous 
family. They fall in love with each other and finally get married. In the third part 
“Beyond”, Zack has become a 17-year-old teenager whose relationship with his 
mother Rebecca has become increasingly tense out of his curiosity about his 
biological father. He even threatens to quit the San Francisco music contest, but 
finally agrees to take part in it and achieves a huge success. The epilogue is composed 
of 29 letters, exchanged between Rebecca and Freyda from 1998 to 1999, when 
Rebecca is in her sixties with incurable illness. Rebecca starts writing to Freyda 
because she is convinced that Freyda is her long lost cousin after reading her memoir. 
Thus, both of them embark on a journey of sharing their memories about the past and 
seeking identity through the exchange of letters. 
Among all the studies of this novel, a substantial proportion of critical attention 
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is focused on the issue of identity. Diverse perspectives have been offered to probe the 
fluidity and pluralism of identity. Zhu Li studies the ethical identity of the two main 
characters, confining her examination to the development of ethical identity purely 
within the realm of individual. Using Plato’s Allegory of the Cave, she illustrates the 
protagonist Rebecca’s evolution, from a prisoner to a puppet and then to a self-made 
woman, contrasting with her father Jacob’s regressive change from a father/husband 
to a puppet and then to a prisoner. She concludes that it is the ethical resolution of 
clashes of wills that determines the value of a human being as a subject in the world 
(14-19).  
Zhu Li’s ethical interpretation is only concerned with self perfection, while the 
majority of studies on this novel examine how individual identity is shaped by the 
outside world. Many critical attempts have been made to address the deconstruction 
and construction of the characters’ cultural identity. Wang Xiaodan has conducted a 
thorough study of four recent novels of Oates in the first decade of the 21st century 
from the perspective of identity. She notices that Oates prefers to use gendered and 
racialized characters set in specific social, historical and cultural contexts, and issues 
of race, gender and social class are foregrounded in the texts (8). Among the four 
facets of identity such as cultural, racial, social and gender identity, The 
Gravedigger’s Daughter addresses the construction of cultural identity by describing 
the struggles and suffering of the characters who adopt different strategies to cope 
with cultural identity crisis. She discovers that whatever strategies they adopt, 
whether the total abandonment of the old or the reshaping of the new, they suffer from 
spiritual predicament and alienation. Therefore, the construction of cultural identity is 
not easy to achieve, but rather it is a continuous and on-going process (14-41). Similar 
interest in the cultural identity, to be more exact, the Jewish cultural identity, can be 
found in Jing Yuan, Guo Xiurong and Tang Liwei’s studies. Jing Yuan and Wang Min 
demonstrate the opposition and interaction between the Jewish people and the 
suzerain culture from the perspective of post-colonialism. Opposition causes Jewish 
identity predicament, while interaction brings identification with one’s Jewish identity, 
which echoes the emphasis of contemporary Jewish literature on the coexistence with 
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the non-Jewish culture (47-49). Both Guo Xiurong and Tang Liwei’s studies focus on 
the change of the protagonist Rebecca’s cultural identity. Guo Xiurong analyzes the 
causes of her Jewish identity crisis, her approaches to pursue American cultural 
identity and her rethinking of the Jewish cultural identity. Guo concludes that the 
presentation of this cultural identification process reflects Oates’s rethinking of the 
Jewish cultural identity given her personal Jewish heritage, which is valuable in the 
multicultural context. Similarly, Tang Liwei interprets Rebecca’s act of hiding her 
Jewish identity, pursuing an American identity and finally returning to her Jewish 
identity as the deconstruction, reconstruction and retrieval of cultural identity. The 
merit of her study lies in her clarification of the “change”. As she points out, the 
change represents the confluence of Jewish culture and American culture rather than a 
simple decomposition or assimilation. Besides, the return to her Jewish identity 
doesn’t mean Rebecca’s denial of American culture, but a decision she has made 
based on her complete understanding of her history and reality (107-11). Li Mei’s 
research presents another angle to the discussion of cultural identity, that is, female 
identity. She adopts theories of feminism and identity to analyze three representative 
female characters in the novel: Anna, Rebecca, and Freyda. She traces their evolution 
of Jewish female consciousness, analyzes their struggle and confusion brought by 
identity crisis, and explores ways to reconstruct Jewish females’ gender identity as 
well as cultural identity.  
While addressing the issue of identity, some studies put more emphasis on the 
strategies adopted by the characters to construct their identity rather than the process 
of transformation. Yang Ling uses the mimicry strategy from the perspective of 
post-colonialism to analyze the mimic behavior of the Schwarts, which shows the 
cycling process between passive mimicry and active mimicry, thus exploring the 
mechanism of the melting pot and hybrid identity. Qiao Song also uses the mimicry 
theory, nevertheless narrowing his focus on the heroine Rebecca. He interprets her 
image as one of “them” in various aspects of the American society, eventually 
forming a hybrid identity through active mimicry (98-99). Taking Christian 
philosophy of spiritual rebirth as a means of transcendence and self-invention as well 
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as Nietzsche’s theory of a person’s re-invention, Dorota Horvathova analyzes several 
characters from Oates’s novels, including Rebecca in The Gravedigger’s Daughter, 
whose re-invention of identity demonstrates the constructive re-creation of Christian 
influence (233-40).  
Other studies concerning identity pay more attention to the predicament brought 
about by failure to construct cultural identity. The miserable living state resulted from 
the dissolution of the characters’ cultural identity is presented by He Chunmei and 
Zhang Ying. Through the perspective of post-colonialism, He Chunmei displays the 
marginalized state of the Diaspora whose cultural identity has dissolved in terms of 
their living circumstances, interpersonal relations, working opportunities and cultural 
faith. She also looks deeply into the Diaspora’s mentality in their struggle for survival, 
which, she believes, mirrors Oates’s concern and sympathy for the destinies of the 
underprivileged group and the condemnation of the racial prejudice concealed in the 
boastful multicultural American society (41). Apart from the marginalized status of 
the characters, Zhang Ying points out another state in which they live, that is, 
alienation. She uses German psychologist and philosopher Erich Fromm’s theory of 
alienation of human nature to analyze the alienation theme of this novel. Her analysis 
reveals that it is the depressive circumstances of contemporary American society that 
result in the alienation between the Schwarts and the society, thereby causing the 
alienation of the interpersonal relationships within their family afterwards and the 
characters’ self alienation eventually. She concludes that although they have tried to 
pursue their cultural and spiritual identity, they finally compromise with the situation 
of alienation after failing to integrate into a new community. 
In addition to the vast majority of studies focusing on the issue of identity, the 
value of this novel is also explored from the perspective of development ethics. Using 
Martha Nussbaum’s development ethics to interpret the text, Srirupa Chatterjee argues 
that the despicable condition of the Schwart family bears striking resemblance to what 
developmentalists call the absence of all “capabilities”. She regards the “capability 
approach”, which assesses human development by measuring an individual’s growth 
vis-à-vis the quality of life, as an appropriate tool to analyze Oates’s literary texts, 
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